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JOHN BARTH AND THE METAPHORICAL NATURE OF
 
THE AMBIENCE: ABSURDIST SCIENCE FICTION
AND FANTASTIC FABULATIONS
Vernon Hyles
Auburn, Alabama
Albert Camus made the word “absurdist” fashionable 
as
 a literary  
term; he
 
used it to describe fictions set in  a world where we seem at the  
mercy of an incomprehensible system, where our expectations of
 rational coherence, fair play, and justice, whether from God or from
 man, are often disappointed. The worlds created by absurdist writers
 owe much to the nineteenth century tradition of the Symbolists and the
 twentieth century tradition of the 
Surrealists.
 They  are normally unreal,  
in he sense that nothing like them exists on Earth, but the states of
 mind for which they are metaphors
 
are often very real indeed. Absurdist  
worlds tend to be outward manifestations of what J. G. Ballard has
 called “inner space.”
Older
 
by far than the common use of  the term, absurdist literature  
must necessarily overlap in many places with science fiction since both
 create imaginary worlds,
 and
 both are given to metaphor. The difference  
is usually that, where genre science fiction stresses a realism of
 presentation and presents its future events as if they take place in a
 world that could actually come about, absurdist science fiction stresses
 the metaphorical nature of the ambience; consequently, works of
 absurdist science fiction often read mythically or allegorically.
 Nonetheless, much absurdist science fiction makes use of science
 fiction tropes and images, including many of the fabulations of such
 writers as Barth, Barthelme, Borges, Coover, Durrell, Brautigan,
 Burroughs, Bowles, and Golding, to name only a few. Originally, a
 fabulator was one who told tales in a fable-like or myth-like fashion,
 but the term fell out of common use by the nineteenth century and was
 not utilized in literary criticism until Robert Scholes introduced the
 concept of
 
fabulation in his book The Fabulators, a study of the post ­
romantic, post-realistic fiction as written by Lawrence Durrell, Kurt
 Vonnegut, and Barth, which was published in 1967. Briefly, a
 fabulation 
is
 a novel in which verbal and formal structures are  
heightened or placed in the foreground, often with an effect of self-
 conscious play or joyfulness, and generally with the intention of
 uncovering the exemplary fable-like elements inherent in the ordering
 which takes place in creating the imaginary worlds of all narrative
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fiction. Tabulators tend to be moralists and their works in the satiric
 
mode. They differ most essentially from predecessors like Swift in that
 their fictions must deal with and go beyond the great tradition of the
 realistic novel dominant until World War I in English. Because
 fabulations tend to deliberately draw attention to themselves as self-
 conscious works of fiction
 
rather than as direct representations of reality  
in the sense of mimesis, they often manifest worlds which by
 conventional realist standards 
seem
 bizarre or grotesque or both. The  
writings of Barth and the other absurdists undoubtedly make use of
 many science fiction themes, but, because these themes are not being
 put to conventional science fiction use, there is room for much
 argument among readers over whether or not the stories which contain
 them can properly be accounted science fiction.
In any case, genre science fiction, as opposed to mainstream
 
fictions using science fiction tropes and techniques, itself is by no
 means free of absurdist influences. Perhaps the strongest single
 absurdist influence on the field, outside the theater of the absurd of
 Beckett, Jarry, and Pinter, has been the works of Franz Kafka, but
 Kafka himself belonged to a tradition which goes back
 
at least as far as  
Dostoyevsky, and probably beyond to Rabelais and Swift. Kafka’s
 claustrophobic, allegorical quests are reflected either directly or
 indirectly in 
the
 works of such genre writers as Barry Malzberg, Robert  
Sheckley, and Jack Vance. Absurdist science
 
fiction regularly takes the  
quest form outside
 
genre science  fiction too, as in  Thomas Pynchon’s V  
and Gravity's Rainbow and George Alec Effinger’s What Entropy
 Means to Me and Heroics.
While most absurdist writers have come into science fiction only,
 
as it were, on short trips from the mainstream, the past fifteen years
have seen several science fiction writers, originally nurtured within the
 genre, moving outward from the field as their science fiction imagery
 becomes more and more attuned to absurdist themes. The most
 celebrated example is that of Vonnegut, but much the same could be
 said of J. G. Ballard, directly influenced by surrealism, Michael
 Moorcock, and Harlan Ellison. The science fiction theme
 
of entropy or  
devolution is prominent in the works of these writers, as it is in that of
 Brian Aldiss, whose most clearly absurdist works are Report on
 Probability and Barefoot in the Head and that of Philip K. Dick,
 notably in Martian Time-Slip and Ubik. Entropy is indeed a kind of
 scientific metaphor for the traditional absurdist themes of isolation,
 alienation, decay, and death. Most of the above writers belong to the
 so-called new wave of science fiction writers, and it 
is
 within this  
inchoate movement of the past
 
decade that absurdist science  fiction has  
2
Studies in English, New Series, Vol. 7 [1989], Art. 25
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/studies_eng_new/vol7/iss1/25
224 JOHN BARTH: ABSURDIST SCIENCE FICTION
most commonly been written, although within the
 
genre it goes at least  
as far back
 
as 1949 with Fredric Brown’s What Mad Universe. Other  
new wavers who commonly write absurdist fabulations are Ed Bryant,
 Thomas Disch, John Sladek, Norman Spinrad, James Tiptree, Jr., and
 Gene Wolfe.
Aside
 
from entropy, other  science fiction tropes regularly found in  
absurdist stories are time travel, appearance and reality, androids and
 dopplegangers,
 
genetic engineering, and the city of the future. Alt rnate  
worlds, too, are important. Michael Moorcock has made good use of
 the plastic reality of his “multiverse,” along with time travel, in his
 two absurdist stories, “Jerry Cornelius” and “The Dancers at the End of
 Time.”
Definitions of science fiction always falter at its periphery. The
 
dividing line between science
 
fiction  and realism, or  science  fiction and  
fantasy—at opposite ends of its spectrum—are difficult enough to
 locate. Between science fiction and absurdist fabulation, it 
is
 barely  
possible to draw a line at all, 
as
 Robert Scholes has several times  
pointed 
out.
 To belabor the obvious for a moment: absurdist writers  
need above all to have
 
a strong sense  of the  ridiculous; they are usually  
ironists. For
 
this reason, despite the darkness of many of their  visions,  
they are often amusing, if unsettling to read. No other mainstream
 fabulist fits these definitions nor uses these tropes better or more often
 than does John Barth.
The
 
tradition in  which  Barth and the other fabulists find themselves  
and from which they are trying to extricate themselves is a long one.
 Robert Scholes identifies one part of that tradition as being anti
­romance. He finds, and rightly so, that “the empirical elements of
 Defoe’s Journal of 
the
 Plague Year or Voltaire’s Candide now inspire  
the more purely aesthetic antiromance elements of...The Sot-Weed
 Factor.”1 Scholes, along with other critics, has traced the major
 thematic issue in fabulist fiction, the absurd quality of the universe,
 back to its earliest roots. In America, the absurdity and
 meaninglessness of life has become for contemporary writers almost a
 basic truth, and this basic truth has a rich tradition from which these
 fabulists also draw. It
 
begins with Melville’s The Confidence Man and  
runs through the novels of Nathaniel West to the great explosion of
 absurdity associated especially with the modem experimental theater.
 Besides the anti-romance tradition and the absurdist school, fabulation
 can be located in that particularly unique American tradition of the
 grotesque. Beginning with West (and moving through Styron, Capote,
 O’Connor, Mailer, Ellison, and Pynchon), Barth and 
the
 other  fabulists  
culminate the continuing vitality of the Gothic. This strand begins
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with Brockden Brown and continues through Hawthorne, Poe, and
 
Melville; it is present in Mark Twain (subdued in Huckleberry Finn but
 dominant in the later short fiction); it 
is
 there in Stephen Crane and  
overpoweringly present in Faulkner. Finally, fabulists align
 themselves with many of the early eighteenth century novelists by
 being deliberately anachronistic. This continuing
 
preoccupation of the  
American novelist with the past, from Irving to Kesey, culminates in
 the post-modern use of parody, which simultaneously connects and
 rejects both history and the techniques of past novelists. Fabulation
 consequently creates its new myth out of old fabric, recycling the
 ancient myths and
 
restructuring history (e.g., Giles Goat-Boy and The  
Sot-Weed Factor).
The movement of Barth’s fiction can best be understood, as can
 
other fabulists, by comparing the different cycles and
 
patterns as they  
occur in four works considered 
as
 pairs: for example, Barth’s 1) The  
Floating Opera and The End
 
of the Road, and 2) The Sot-Weed Factor  
and Giles Goat-Boy. The absurdist vision, and this 
is
 the mythos that  
links the works together, 
can
 best be  defined as the principle that we are  
trapped in a meaningless universe in which no rational standard or
 system 
can
 make sense of the human condition. The literary is, then,  
corroborated by the extra-literary—such as the new logic which accepts
 the
 
illogical  and modem science with its denial of causality, its  concept  
of entropy, and its search for and description of atomic and
 
sub-atomic  
particles that exist only in the past (the tachyon for example).
 Sociology with its description of organizational man trapped in the
 “lonely crowd,” propounds this principle as does the existential
 philosophy which emphasizes the loss of self in a fragmented
 
world of  
technology. This loss and fragmentation thus alienates man by
 reducing him to the
 
operational and functional. The  end result, then, is  
the conclusion that the universe 
is
 disintegrating with no unifying  
principle, no meaning, no purpose—an absurd universe. If the
 contemporary fabulist 
is
 to portray this  absurdity effectively (especially  
in
 
a modem world which already accepts the absurd  as a basic  premise,  
an everyday fact), he must discard non-workable tenets such as the
 standard plot line and development and the burned out techniques of
 social and psychological realism and yet retain ways to present his
 vision. It
 
is important to note here that Barth’s two  favorite writers  are  
Borges and Beckett: the first is blind, suggesting that linear fiction
 based
 
on a  series of sensual  experiences may have exhausted  itself; and  
the second has approached virtual muteness, suggesting that silence or
 at least the altering of ways of saying things is the direction toward
 which fiction must move. The methods Barth and the other fabulists
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choose in order to present their vision are varied, but the mythos
 
becomes the making of that vision comic. Writing in an age when
 absurdity, because it is taken for granted, is no longer taken seriously.
 Barth
 
rejects  the mod m stream-of-consciousness,  which is itself a form  
of psychic realism,
 
and employs four basic stylistic devices by which to  
broaden his comic vision: burlesque, exaggeration, parody, and the
 grotesque. Although these techniques are closely related, Barth uses
 each separately, as do the other fabulists, and
 
intertwines them in order  
to create 
his
 archetypes and myths.
By
 
burlesquing events and characters, the ultimate absurdity of life  
is suggested by the ridiculousness of those events and characters.
 Although described with apparent seriousness, they become distorted,
 exaggerated, and caricatured. Barth uses the language of burlesque
 which underwrites this absurdity; he employs lexical distortions,
 meaningless puns, insistent repetition of empty words, clichés,
 exaggeration, 
deliberately 
misplaced particulars, juxtaposed incongruous  
details, and any number of other linguistic inversions, jokes, and
 misapplications. The resemblance of many fabulist characters to
 comic-strip heroes and villains in their thinness of texture and their
 obviousness is burlesque of a 
sort.
 This is especially true in assigning  
names. 
In
 Giles Goat-Boy there is  a scientist called Eierkopf (egg-head)  
and the overseer of a gigantic furnace is aptly called Stoker. 
In
 The  
Sot-Weed Factor there is one Indian Chief, Kekataughtassa-
 pooekskumoughmass,
 
and a brave, Drakepecker. Even  when the names  
are not symbolic or scatalogically suggestive, they are at least
 obviously unrealistic. This type of caricature supports the absurdist
 view that
 
humans remain as illusive and paradoxical as the world  itself.  
It also suspends normal processes and the reader finds himself laughing
 at what, if
 
treated seriously, would be horrible. Cruelty and violence  
become metaphors for the world’s condition. The result 
is
 formulated  
in Barth’s concept of what he calls the literature of exhaustion. “By
 consciously imitating a form the possibilities of which are seemingly
 exhausted
 
and employing it against itself ironically, the writer produces  
‘new art’.”2 Burlesque, therefore, allows the fabulist of
 
the absurd to  
reject
 
traditional forms and styles while at the same time continuing to  
use them.
A special type of this same sort in fabulations is reflexive
 
burlesque. The multiplicity of ways in which it is used allows
 burlesque to become an extended metaphor for the fabulator’s
 
concerns.  
Burlesque
 is
 not only directed toward the external world but also, when  
it 
is
 reflexive, becomes an irony toward the novelist as author, the  
value of art, and the possibility of
 
language. It  is, then, both a method  
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to ridicule and to place the traditional view of literature in the proper
 
perspective. The reflexive use of burlesque provides a method of
 poking fun at not only life but the very vehicle employed to examine
 life. This ridicule is not confined to literature but is also directed
 toward history (The Sot-Weed Factor), religion (Giles Goat-Boy), and
 philosophy (all of Barth’s novels). In short, the novels become
 paradigms for the absurdity examined. Since they are imitations of
 conventionally structured novels, their
 
reflection of absurdity becomes  
indirect; essentially they become
 
ironic metaphors. The world presented  
in the novels is disordered and incongruous. 
In
 The Sot-Weed Factor,  
Henry Burlingame voices this absurdity when he explains the true
 nature of the universe to Ebenezer Cooke, 
his
 former pupil and the  
novel’s protagonist. “The world’s indeed a flux...the very universe is
 naught but change and motion.”3 Neither rational standards nor 
human understanding can be formulated in so complex and absurd a
 
universe;  
consequently, reason is impossible in dealing with the shifting, elusive
 reality of an absurd universe.
Closely related to the burlesque 
is
 exaggeration. Elaborately  
structured plots, coincidences, fantastic incidents, and florid and comic
 language abound in fabulations; and this combination of the fantastic
 with realistic presentation, although one may have adjusted to the real
 absurd world, makes it difficult to adjust to the absurdity of a Barth or
 Burroughs or 
Bowles
 novel because they are attempting to evoke in the  
reader a response not only to the absurd events
 and
 characters but also  to  
the idea of absur ity itself. Ironically, by oversimplifying characters in
 an exaggerated way, Barth and the other fabulists suggest the
 complexity
 
of human nature by misdirection.
A third technique, also closely aligned to burlesque and
 exaggeration, is the element of the grotesque. The absence of tragedy
 
in  
a tragic world, the lack of any absolutes, and the inability of man and
 the universe to mesh precludes tragedy and replaces it with the
 grotesque. 
In
 this world view there can be no satire because the world  
is beyond reform, and fate dissolves into what may be the most
 grotesque view of all; that is, it is all some cosmic joke.
Finally, the absurd novelist believes that life resists any
 
impositions of order because its realities are multiple. Unless the
 attempt to order these realities is ironic in intent the results are a
 falsification of reality; consequently, the only real art must be a parody
 of art. The Sot-Weed Factor is both a parody of 
the 
picaresque novel as 
well as a burlesque of the historical and biographical novel. Giles
 Goat-Boy goes further in that it is also a parody of the Bible, it
 masquerades
 
as another work which has  been discovered, and it parodies  
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Oedipus Rex 
as
 well. If realities are multiple, it follows that there is  
also a multiplicity of truths, reflected in the multiple identities of
 Burlingame in The Sot-Weed Factor and Harold Bray in Giles Goat-
 Boy, as well as the complete lack of identity of Jacob Horner in The
 End of the Road. Truth, then, is not ambiguous but multiple, and there
 can be no reality, only realities. Barth not only ridicules literature, but
 also history, religion, and philosophy. By employing the tradition of
 parody, which goes back not only to Shamela and Joseph Andrews
 
but  
also to Don Quixote, the author of the Arabian Nights, Boccaccio,
 Rabelais, and Sterne, the fabulist is able to “confront an intellectual
 dead end and employ it against itself to
 
accomplish  new humanwork.”4
The supreme irony of fabulation is that since man is far too
 insignificant and helpless for self-reliance, an alliance with another
 helpless and puny individual cannot put an end to the
 
existential pain of  
a ravaged universe, but it 
can
 console. In this world view the essence  
of man’s existence 
is
 surely  Hemingway’s “nada,” but some solace may 
be found within the human heart and human capacity for loving and
 caring. As contradictory as this affirmative vision is, it does stand up
 in examining this type fiction and separates it from the hopeless view
 of the existentialist and 
from
 the silence and  exhaustion of Beckett.
It is obvious in looking at a partial quantity of Barth’s work in
 particular that he intended to steer 
the
 novel in a new direction. Both  
The Floating Opera and The End of the Road displayed the same
 traditional characteristics. In his next novel, Barth not only discards
 realism, but he also flaunts artificiality. The Sot-Weed Factor is
 characterized by 
an
 elaborately structured plot, includes  a prolifera ion of  
outrageous coincidences, 
is
 peopled by a host of caricatures and stock  
comic figures, 
is
 full of irrelevant digressions, and has a style that is  
ornate and
 
purposely exaggerated. The next novel, Giles Goat-Boy, is  
as
 
baroque  and almost as long. According to Barth, both decadence  and  
rejuvenation contributed to these last two books. Concerning
 decadence, Barth agrees, “with reservations 
and
 hedges,” that “the novel  
if not narrative literature generally, if
 
not the printed word altogether,  
has by this hour of the world just about shot its bolt.”5 Barth sees
 three solutions to this dead end. First, novelists 
may
 choose as models  
late nineteenth and early twentieth century novels written in the
 language of 
the 
present and about contemporary themes and characters.  
The problem seen by Barth here 
is
 that “contemporary writers can’t  go 
on doing what’s been done and done better.”6 Although as a novelist
 Barth respects the work of Flaubert, Tolstoy, Hemingway, and
 Faulkner, he believes that their style and subject matter cannot be of
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interest to the contemporary writer. “My God, we’re living in the last
 
third of the twentieth century. We can’t write nineteenth century
 novels.”7 In fact, Barth argues that such novels were ended by the
 ultimacy of Joyce and Kafka. As they complete one cycle, Beckett and
 Borges complete another. A novel of silence or, to use Barth’s term,
 exhaustion emanates from both. “Beckett is moving toward silence,
 refining language out of existence, working toward the point where
 there’s nothing to say. And Borges writes as if literature had already
 been
 
done  and he’s writing  footnotes  of imaginary texts.”8
Barth, in his third alternative, moves away from simply copying
 technically
 
old-fashioned forms of Beckett’s silence. What he attempts  
is the farcical imitation of what had originally been imitative fiction.
 Such ironic imitation of prototype forms enables the writer to achieve
 newness. The Sot-Weed Factor and Giles Goat-Boy mock the novel as
 an outmoded genre while at the same time keeping the genre alive,
 infusing it with originality. Ironic and farcical imitation allows a
 fabulator like Barth to paradoxically turn the death of the form into new
 and original literature. The paradox exists because by accomplishing
 this newness the writer transcends what had appeared to be his
 refutation.
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